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BY THE COMPTROLLER GENERAL

Report To The Chairman, Subcommittee
On Science, Research, And Technology,
House Committee On Science And
Technology

OF THE UNITED STATES

Better Communication Could
Help Clear Up Confusion Over

“Silly” Research Grants

National Science Foundation grants to sup-
port social science research are often termed
“silly’’ because the reason for the research
is not made clear. The Foundation needs to
do a better job of communicating to the
Congress and the public why these grants are
awarded.

The Foundation should require each Program
Award Recommendation for a social science
research grant to explain, in clear, simple
language, why the project is important and
what long-term benefits may result. Sum- ’
maries of Completed Projects should explain
the broader social and human implications
of the research findings. The Foundation
also should clear up the confusion over the

proper documents to use in explaining why I’ I’
the grants are awarded. 111591
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COMPTROLLER GENERAL OF THE UNITED STATES
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20348
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The Honorable George E. Brown, Jr. A f;b 4\
Chairman, Subcommittee on Science ° \S
Research, and Technology
Committee on Science and Technology NV
United States House of Representatives AQ

Dear Mr. Chairman:

On July 5, 1979, the Subcommittee asked us to obtain
information on social science research funded by the National
Science Foundation to find out whether the Foundation is
awarding "silly grants" and whether the grants are duplicating
other research funded by the Foundation or other agencies. In
accordance with discussions.with your office, we focused our
work on the process the Foundation uses to award social science
grants in the Directorate for Biological, Behavioral, and Social
Sciences, and on the policies and procedures that are intended
to ensure that quality research is funded and awards duplicating
past or ongoing research are precluded. As agreed, we did not
evaluate how well the process or the policies and procedures
ensure that quality research is supported or that duplicate
awards are not made since this would have required an evalu-
ation of the research supported in the grants, and we were not
in a position to provide the appropriate scientific expertise
to do that.

At the Subcommittee's request,.social science research
funded by the Foundation's Directorate for Engineering and
Applied Science (formerly Applied Science and Research Appli-
cations, ASRA) was not included in our work. In fiscal year
1979, the Foundation obligated almost $44 million for social
science research through the programs included in our work.

In conducting our work we (1) obtained information on
the grant award process and the policies and procedures
intended to ensure quality research and preclude duplication
used by the Directorate for Biological, Behavioral, and Social
Sciences, and the Foundation to award social science grants;
(2) interviewed key Foundation officials, especially those
responsible for awarding social science grants; (3) reviewed
hearings and House floor debates on the Foundation's fiscal,

A,

433

o

i
e

",
W
3

s



B-197494

year 1980 budget submission; (4) discussed with Foundation
officials certain criticisms of social science grants that
claimed to duplicate resea.ch already done; (5) analyzed the
public information documents the Foundation supplied to Members
of Congress for several grants criticized in the Congressional
Record; (6) obtained information on the Foundation's policies
and procedures for its Summaries of Completed Projects; and (7)
reviewed the 1976 National Research Council report, "Social

and Behavioral Science Programs in the National Science Founda-
tion."

We briefed the Subcommittee staff on the results of our
work on November 5, 1979, and were then asked to submit the
briefing information in writing to the Subcommittee. The
Appendix to this letter contains this information. The
Appendix describes the process and policies and procedures
the Foundation uses to award social science grants in the
Directorate for Biological, Behavioral, and Social Sciences.
The Appendix does not contain information regarding the
effectiveness of the process. However, it points out some
problems with the Foundation's efforts to communicate the
reasons why individual social science grants are awarded.
Foundation officials reviewed a draft of the Appendix. They
generally agreed with the actions we recommended that the
Foundation take. They also suggested some minor changes in
the wording of the text, most of which we incorporated.

The Foundation relies heavily on its peer review system
as the main procedure which is intended to ensure that qual-
ity social science research is funded and that duplication
does not occur, although the Foundation has other procedures
in addition to peer review. The Foundation has external
"oversight" advisory committees of scientists who periodically
review the social science programs. A 1976 report by a National
Academy of Sciences' Social Sciences Committee concluded that
while the quality of the Foundation's social science research
was excellent, the Foundation needed to do a better job of com-
municating, in laymen's language, why social science projects
are funded and the benefits that result from them.

During our work, we found a similar problem in the
Foundation's social science grant award process. The problem
appears to be inadequate explanations in, and/or improper
use of, the documents the Foundation prepares that explain
to the Congress and the public why individual social science
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projects are supported and what benefits will be or were
receitved as a result of supporting these projects. Also,
some confusion apparently exists among Foundation officials
regarding the intended use of the documents that are sup-
posed to explain why social science projects are funded.
Inadequate explanations 1n Foundation documents, and the
confusion over their proper use, appears to cause criticisms
of certain soclal sclence projects. We also found that
while 1ndividual social science grants are sometimes
criticized as "si1lly" based on their titles alone, Foun-
dation officials believe such criticisms might continue
because 1t 1s difficult to identify those grants that will
sound "si1lly" to anyone who might read only the grant title.

We believe the Foundation needs better explanations in
the documents it uses to justify why individual social
science grants are awarded. The Foundation also needs to
clear up the apparent confusion over the proper documents
to use 1n explaining why these grants are awarded. Better
communication of the reasons why individual social science
grants are awarded could lessen the criticisms of certain
social science grants.

RECOMMENDATIONS

We recommend that the Director of the National Science
Foundation take the following actions to improve the com-
munication of the reasons for funding individual social
science grants.

--Require the Program Award Recommendation for every
soclal science grant to contain, in addition to
existing requirements, a clear and simple explana-
tion of: (1) why the project 1s important, and
(2) what long-term intellectual and economic bene-
fits may be obtained.

--Require the Summaries of Completed Projects to
include, 1n addition to existing requirements: (1)
a statement of the meaning of the research findings
for broader social and human concerns, and (2) a
list of publications that resulted from the research.

--Clear up the confusion about the purposes of the
Project Summary, the Program Award Recommendatlion,
and the Summary of Completed Project. The Project
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Summary is a technical abstract prepared for the
smithsonian Scientific Information Exchange and
other scientists; the Program Award Recommendation
constitutes the program officer's official justifi-
cation for the expenditures of public funds and
should be used to explain to the Congress and the
public why a project was funded; the Summary of
Completed Project is an account of the objectives
of the research, the nature of the findings, and
the meaning of the findings for broader social and
human concerns.

MATTERS FOR CONSIDERATION
BY THE SUBCOMMITTEE

The Subcommittee might want to consider the following
actions which could improve the communication of the Foun-
dation's reasons for funding individual social science
research grants,

--Emphasize during the House floor debates (1) the
purpose of the Project Summary, Program Award
Recommendation, and Summary of Completed Project;
(2) the role of the peer review system in pro-
viding quality control and guarding against dupli-
cative research; and (3) the dual nature of the
peer review system used by the Foundation's social
science programs; i.e., ad hoc and panel reviews.

-~Make sure that the Program Award Recommendations
are readily available for every grant that the
Subcommittee believes may be subject to criticism.

Our recommendations, if implemented, might not totally
eliminate criticisms of individual social science grants
awarded by the Foundation. However, we believe that our
recommendations could lessen the frequency of the criti-
cisms. At a minimum, our recommendations could provide for
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better disclosure of the reasons why individual grants are
supported, which might enable more enlighted discussion of
the merits of funding social science research.

As you know, section 236 of the Legislative ’\/
Reorganization Act of 1970 requires the head of a Federal
agency to submit a written statement on actions taken on
our recommendations to the House Committee on Government
Operations and the Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs
not later than 60 days after the date of the report and
to the House and Senate Committees on Appropriations with
the agency's first request for appropriations made more
than 60 days after the date of the report.:

As arranged with your office, we are sending copies
of this report to the following Foundation officials:
Dr. Richard C. Atkinson, Director; Dr. Eloise E. Clark,
Assistant Director, Directorate for Biological, Behavioral,
and Sociral Sciences; and Dr. Jerome H. Fregeau, Director,
Office of Audit and Oversight. Coples will also be availa-
ble to other i1nterested parties who request them.

sl‘amyouz w

Comptroller General
of the United States

Enclosure

5






APPENDIX APPENDIX

BETTER COMMUNICATION COULD HELP CLEAR UP
CONFUSION OVER "SILLY" RESEARCH GRANTS

INTRODUCTION

On July 5, 1979, the Subcommittee on Science, Research,
and Technology, House Committee on Science and Technology,
asked us to obtain information on the social science research
funded by the National Science Foundation to find out whether
the Foundation is awarding "silly grants" and whether the grants
are duplicating other research funded by the Foundation or
other agencies. As agreed to by the Subcommitee, the Founda-
tion's social sclence research was defined as only those pro-
grams in the Directorate for Biological, Behavioral, and Social
Sciences' Division of Social and Economic Sciences and the
psychological, anthropological, and linguistics programs in
1ts Division of Behavioral and Neural Sciences. At the Sub-
committee's request, social science research funded by the
Foundation's Directorate for Engineering and Applied Science
(formerly Applied Science and Research Applications, ASRA)
was not included 1n our work. For the programs we reviewed,
the Foundation obligated in fiscal year 1979 almost $44 million
for social science research, $25.4 million 1n the Division
of Social and Economic Sciences, and almost $18.6 million
1n the Division of Behavioral and Neural Sciences. We briefed
the Subcommittee staff on November 5, 1979, on the results of
our work and were then asked to submit the briefing information
In writing to the Subcommittee. As requested, this appendix
contains the information provided at that briefing.

Our work focused on the process the Foundation uses to
award social science grants, In conducting our work we:

--obtained information on the process used by the
Division of Social and Economic Sciences, the Division
of Behavioral and Neural Sciences, the Directorate for
Piological, Behavioral, and Social Sciences, and the
Foundation to award social science grants, and on the
policies and procedures that are intended to preclude
soctal science grants from duplicating past or present
research, and to assure that quality research is funded;

--interviewed key Foundation officials, especially those
responsible for awarding social science grants;

--reviewed the House and Senate Appropriations Committees'
hearings and Senate Appropriations Committee's hearings
on the Foundation's fiscal year 1980 budget submission,
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and the Congressional Record's coverage of the House
floor debate on the Foundation's fiscal year 1980
authorization bill and on the authorization act
conference report;

--discussed with Foundation officials certain criticisms
that claimed social science grants duplicate research
already done;

--analyzed the "public information" documents the Founda-
tion supplied to Members of Congress for several grants
criticized in the Congressional Record;

--obtained information on the Foundation's policies and
procedures for its Summaries of Completed Projects;
and

--reviewed the 1976 National Research Council report,
"Social and Behavioral Science Programs in the National
Science Foundation."

ASSESSING THE PROBLEM

During the discussions which led to the request, the
Subcommittee staff noted that the Committee has experienced
increased criticisms of the Foundation's annual authorization
bill when it is debated on the House floor. It was noted that
some House members criticize the Foundation's bill by referring
to the "silly" sounding social science grants as examples of
waste and an overblown Foundation budget, and that members
allude to the duplication or overlap of social science grants
between the Foundation and other agencies.

Types of criticisms

We reviewed records of the Committee hearings and House
floor debates on the Foundation's fiscal year 1980 authori-
zation bill and found two different types of critics. The
first questioned the value of funding social science research.
The second questioned specific aspects of the Foundation's
social science grant award process; i.e. why specific social
science research grants were funded, the adequacy of the
Foundation's Summaries of Completed Projects, "silly" grant
titles, and whether the Foundation's social science grants
duplicate other research funded by the Foundation or other
agencies.
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Assessing the value of federally funded social science
research, the issue raised by the first set of critics, is
outside the scope of this study. Opponents of federally
funded social science research claim that social science
research is not objective. Supporters claim the methodology
of the social sciences is scientific and that social science
research addresses important questions. The philosophical and
political question will most likely continue to be debated
as long as social science research receives Federal funds.
The issue could be put into better perspective by explaining
what knowledge has been produced and by providing examples
of important research results and benefits that came from
federally funded social science research.

The criticisms of the process the Foundation uses to
award social science grants fall into several categories.
Criticisms of individual grants usually centered on the
questions: why is this research important? Why was this grant
awarded? The Summaries of Completed Projects--the documents
the Foundation requires researchers to use to summarize the
results of their research--have been criticized because they
were not written in a language understandable by the average
citizen. Titles of social science grants that sound "silly"
give critics the opportunity to allege that the Foundation is
wasting money on frivolous projects. The criticism that the
Foundation's social science research duplicates other research
was noted recently by one critic who claimed that six out of
six randomly selected Foundation social science grants dupli-
cated research already completed. The criticisms are discussed
in detail later in this appendix.

Sources of information for the critics

We identified many of the sources of information that
congressional critics use to single out the .social science
programs and grants they criticize. Each Member of Congress
receives a daily list of grants and contracts awarded by the
Foundation. The list of awards includes the congressional
district; the award title; the researcher's name, institution
and department; and the amount and duration of the award.

Any Member of Congress who requests information from the Foun-
dation on an award is usually provided the Project Summary,
the Program Award Recommendation, and the award's budget for
the grant. Another source is the Summaries of Completed
Projects. These summaries are public information documents
that are published by the Foundation after the end of each
fiscal year and show the results of grants that were completed
during the fiscal year. Upon specific request in particular
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cases, the Chairmen of the congressional committees with
legislative responsibility for the Foundation have access

to the peer reviews of individual grants. Members of Congress
also receive information on Foundation awards from the news-
papers, concerned constituents, and from the committee hearings
and floor debates on the Foundation's annual authorization

and appropriation bills,

GAO's approach

Ideally, the Subcommittee wanted us to evaluate the
worthiness of social science grants; i.e. whether the funds
the Foundation awards result in good science for scientific
purposes. Such an endeavor would have required us to evaluate
the quality of the Foundation's social science grants, and we
were not in a position to provide the appropriate scientific
expertise. We did, however, obtain information on the policies
and procedures the Foundation uses to award social science
grants that are intended to ensure that quality research is
being funded and to preclude awards from duplicating past or
ongoing research (discussed below). This information is to be
considered only descriptive in nature, not evaluative.

THE PROCESS THE FOUNDATION USES
TO_AWARD SOCIAL SCIENCE GRANTS

The process the Foundation uses to award social science
grants and establish funding priorities is essentially the
same as that used by other science areas in the Foundation.
It starts with unsolicited proposals received by the Founda-
tion from researchers in the scientific community. The
Foundation's social science funding priorities are based pri-
marily on the proposals received, advisory panel input, and
contacts with researchers in the field. The Foundation's pro-
gram officers are responsible for evaluating and recommending
whether or not to fund the proposals. The social science
programs use a two-stage peer review system to help the
program officers evaluate the proposals.

Setting program priorities

According to Foundation officials, each social science
programming office prepares planning documents to highlight
areas of research based on proposal flow (number and quality
of proposals), advisory panel input, and contacts with
researchers in the field. The "highlights" are areas that
are expected to be important in future research efforts.

10
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The research programs respond primarily to the trends revealed
by unsolicited proposals. The priorities reflect what is
happening in the scientific community--that is, the program
officials do not arbitrarily decide what areas to fund, but con-
sider the factors noted above and base their decisons, in part,
on what the community expects to be important areas of research.

Foundation officials said that the planning documents
prepared by each of the programming offices are combined to
form the division's plan. The directorate compiles the
divisions' plans, evaluates them through the zero-base
budget ing mechanism, and submits a comprehensive plan to the
Office of Planning and Resources Management. This Office,
agaln using the zero-base budgeting mechanism, prepares
mater ial used by the Foundation's Director and the National
Science Board to set the priorities listed in the Foundation's
budget submission to the Congress.

Directorate officials stated that these priorities do
not necessarily limit the range of subjects that might be
supported in the future. Any social science research proposal
that promises to add significantly to scientific knowledge
is considered for funding even if it does not fall into the
identified priorities.

Disseminating program priority information

Information on the areas of social science research
supported by the Foundation is disseminated through the
divisions' fliers, the Foundation's Guide to Programs, and
program officers' contacts with scientific researchers. The
fliers are one-page listings of the types of research supported
by the various programs in each division. The Guide to Programs
summar izes information about the programs and describes the
principal characteristics and basic purposes of each. The Guide
is 1ntended as a source of general information and guidance
for institutions and researchers interested in submitting pro-
posals to the programs. Program officers also provide general
information and guidance when they attend professional meetings
and visit research institutions.

Proposal evaluation process

When the Foundation receives a proposal, it is assigned
to a program officer familiar with the proposal's scientific
field. The program officer is responsible for making sure the
procposal is carefully evaluated and for recommending to
higher management whether or not to fund the proposal. The

11
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program officer can draw on several sources, including peer
review, staff review, consultation with other Federal
agencies, and site visits to help form a basis for his
recommendat ions.

The peer review system is the heart of the proposal
evaluation process. The Foundation uses the system as a
means of consulting with scientists and educators throughout
the country (generally outside the Foundation) who specialize
in the discipline covered in a proposal. These experts (peer
reviewers), who act as advisers to the Foundation, are selected
by the program officers. Foundation policy requires that, with
certain exceptions, all research proposals receive peer review.

a
peer review system. In the first stage, individual ad hoc
reviewers provide a detailed technical or expert review
of the scientific significance and specialty area of the pro-
posal. Then a panel of peer reviewers is convened to assess
the ad hoc reviews and to evaluate the proposal's overall
scientific significance. After the ad hoc and panel reviews
are received, the program officer analyzes them and recommends
that the proposal be funded, either in whole or in part, or
that the proposal be declined.

When the program officer recommends that a social science
proposal be funded, the recommendation is sent to higher level
management for further review and approval. This review and
approval involves the section head (only in the Division of
Social and Economic Sciences), the division director, and the
deputy assistant director of the directorate. In addition, an
action review board (discussed on page 1l1l) reviews the proposal.
The deputy assistant director, consulting with the assistant
director as necessary, gives final programmatic approval to
the award recommendation. After this approval, the proposal
file is sent to the Divison of Grants and Contracts where it
is examined for conformance with Foundation policy on fiscal
and administrative details. After the examination, the Division
of Grants and Contracts prepares the award document. Recom~
mended awards of at least $500,000 in a single year or awards
that will result in an actual or eventual total commitment of
at least $2 million are routed from the Division of Grants and
Contracts, via the Director's action review board, to the
Director of the Foundation and to the National Science Board
for approval.

12
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If the program officer recommends not to fund the
proposal, Foundation instructions allow the directorates the
flexibility to determine who can approve the program officer's
decision, although this authority may not be delegated to per-
sons below the division director. The instructions from the
Directorate for Biological, Behavioral, and Social Sciences'
state that division directors can approve the program officer's
decision not to fund the proposal.

S

IES A OCEDURES THAT ARE
DED T
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Peer review procedure

The most important procedure intended to preclude the
duplication of research is the two-stage peer review process
used by each social science program. The Foundation also
requires that proposals contain a bibliography and a detailed
statement of the work to be undertaken. The work statement is
to include the objectives and expected significance of the pro-
posed research, its relation to the present state of knowledge
in the field, the previous work done on the project, and similar
work in progress elsewhere.

The ad hoc reviewars are specialists in the fields of the
proposed research. A program officer said that the specialists’
criteria for evaluating proposals includes the importance of
the topic, its relation to the ongoing work in the field, and
the literature that already exists. The researchers are
generally aware that their literature reviews will be analyzed
by the peer reviewers and, according to one program officer,
the researchers usually do a thorough job of reviewing the
literature. Another program officer said that if a researcher
mentions a published study that includes an area he wants to
investigate because he feels more needs to be done in that
area, the author of the study usually will be asked to review
the proposal.

A program officer said the panel reviewers, who review the
proposals after the ad hoc review is completed, represent every
major field in the discipline. He said the panel constitutes an
additional check on duplication because it can identify studies
that could overlap the specialties of the ad hoc reviewers. The
panel reviews the proposals as well as the ad hoc reviewers'
comments, and provides a forum for discussion of both.

13
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Other procedures

The Foundation has other procedures that are intended to
preclude duplication., It requires that researchers show in
the proposals other current sources of support and where the
proposals are being submitted for funding consideration.
Program officers we interviewed said they coordinated with
their counterparts in other agencies to ensure that only one
agency funds the proposal. They said that they also coordi-
nate informally with other agencies when they are preparing
planning documents. Several program officers said their
expertise in the area helps preclude duplication because they
usually know the discipline and have at least one specialty
area within that discipline.

Criticism that the Foundation funded
social science projects that duplicated
other projects already completed

On June 28, 1979, a Member of Congress (who is not a
member of the House Subcommittee on Science, Research, and
Technology) criticized the Foundation's social science
programs for awarding grants that duplicate research already
done. The critic stated that this conclusion was based
on a random sample of six current Foundation projects,
all of which were considered dubious and duplicative.

The Foundation's response

A staff member of the House Subcommittee on Science,
Research, and Technology gave the Foundation a list of books
and articles that supposedly duplicated the six Foundation
grants and asked the Foundation to reply to the criticism.
In the Foundation's July 6, 1979, response to the staff
member, it vigorously defended its position on awarding
the six grants. The Foundation responded that all research
proposals are to include a bibliography and a statement of
the relation of the research to the present state of knowl-
ledge in the field, to previous work done, and to related
work in progress elsewhere,

We interviewed the program officers responsible for
the six grants criticized who cited many reasons for funding
these grants. The two grants discussed at the briefing

are described below. One grant was criticized because
supposedly five recent books addressed the same subject

14
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area. The grant was entitled "The Behavior of the Dutch
Labor Market: The Rise and Fall of a High~wage Economy."
The program officer said the listing provided by the
Library of Congress must have been misread. He explained
that the list contained only four titles, one of which was
a reprint of another, so there were actually only three
titles listed. The program officer said that none of the
books addressed the same issues as those being addressed in
the study funded by the Foundation.

Another grant, "Conformity, Motivation and Status in
Small Groups," supposedly duplicated work already completed
because the Library of Congress listing showed 38 books and
articles had been completed on this subject in the last 3
years. The program officer told us that 38 is an under-
estimate and there must be hundreds of publications on this
subject. However, he said that the grant was awarded because
the researcher was a field investigator who was also skilled
in laboratory techniques and approached the subject from a
different intellectual background. He emphasized that the
research has the potential for making a unique contribution
to the field. The program officer said that one peer reviewer
noted that one aspect of the research had already been done.
The program officer said that, as a result, that portion of
the work was not funded.

POLICIES AND PROCEDURES THAT
ARE INTENDED TO ENSURE THAT
QUALITY RESEARCH IS FUNDED

The policies and procedures intended to ensure that
quality research is funded in the social sciences include the
two-stage peer review system, and the layers of review
between the program officer's recommendation and final
approval by higher management. It is also Foundation policy
to have each program reviewed by outside experts at least
once every 3 years. In addition, a 1976 report by the
National Research Council on the social and behavioral
sciences funded by the Foundation commented on the quality
and management of the Foundation's social science research.

Two-stage peer review

All of the social science programs use the two-stage
peer review system (see pages 6 and 7) to consult experts
who specialize in the discipline involved in a proposal.

15
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The division director for Behavioral and Neural Sciences
said that the main advantage of the two-stage peer review
system is that the panel determines whether the proposal
contains an idea worthy of support from public funds.

The program officer analyzes the ad hoc and panel
reviews and recommends that the proposal either be awarded or
declined. If the program officer decides a proposal should
be funded, he reviews the researcher's Project Summary and
completes a Proposal Review Worksheet and a Program Award
Recommendation.,

Documenting the award recommendation

These three documents, the Project Summary, Proposal
Review Worksheet, and Program Award Recommendation, represent
the minimum documentation required for every Foundation award
recommendation. These documents, along with the proposal,
peer reviews, and the grant budget form the basis of the
proposal jacket. The proposal jacket is the decision package
used by higher management when they review the program
officer's recommendation. The descriptions of the three
documents that follow are taken from the Foundation's Hand-
for Program Officers and Circular No. 129, "Standardized
Format and Content of Foundation Award Recommendations."

The Project Summary is used to record and submit
information about the project to the Smithsonian Science
Information Exchange. The Circular states that the summary
is a public document and, as such, may be widely circulated.
Therefore, the objectives of the project and the proposed
methodology should be communicated clearly, minimizing un-
explained abbreviations and jargon. The award title should
be meaningful to the relevant scientific community and not
be subject to misunderstanding by the public. The Handbook
notes that the Project Summary should include a statement of
the relevance of the research to the development of its disci-
pline or to the solution of national problems, "as appro-
priate.”

The Proposal Review Worksheet is regarded by the
Foundation as confidential and is not available to the
public. The worksheet provides a summary of pertinent
factors leading to the program officer's recommendations.
This summary should specifically address peer reviewers'
ratings and significant comments that conflict with the
program officer's recommendation. 1In particular, all nega-
tive reviews should be discussed.

le6
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-

The Program Award Recommendation is the program
officer's award recommendation as well as the official
justification for the expenditure of public funds for the
grant. As a public document, the Program Award Recommendation
should contain information easily understood by an intelligent
lay person without further explanation or justification.
According to the Circular, it should contain concise state-
ments covering the significance and scientific merit of the
project's objectives, the adequacy of the techniques for
achieving the objectives, the project's relation to the
Foundation's program objectives, and the name of the program
and the program officer's signature.

Reviewing the proposal recommendation

The proposal jacket containing the program officer's
recommendation is sent to higher level management for further
review and approval as discussed on page 6. We discussed
the review of social sclience award recommendations with
officials at both the division and directorate levels.

The division director for Social and Economic Sciences
said that the purpose of the review by the higher levels is
to judge whether or not the proposal deserves funding. The
two major questions asked in the review process are (1) was
the review of the proposal adequately handled, and (2) do the
reviews (ad hoc, panel, and program officer) support the
decision to fund the proposal.

Directorate policies and procedures provide a
nonscience-oriented advisory mechanism, the action review
board, to ensure that the award policies of the Foundation
and the directorate are carried out. The action review board
is supposed to focus on conformance to established goals,
objectives, and procedures but not review the scientific
merit of the proposal or the professional competence of the
researcher. For example, the action review board should
review the proposed award for completeness of documentation,
appropriateness of titles and summaries, and the adequacy of
the program officer's rationale.

The deputy assistant director said he gives the final
programmatic approval to the proposal. A division director
described the deputy's review as starting with the assumption
that the grant is silly and that the supporting documentation
in the proposal jacket, especially the Project Summary, Pro-
posal Review Worksheet, and Program Award Recommendation, must
convince him otherwise. The deputy said that he reviews all

17

T



APPENDIX APPENDIX

jackets but does not review in detail the administrative
aspects, which are reviewed by the action review board. The
Division of Grants and Contracts conducts the final review of
the proposed awards to ensure consistency with applicable
Foundation policies, regulations, and directives.

Quality control oversight--
post-award process

It is Foundation policy, since 1977, to have outside
experts review each program at least once every 3 years. The
experts, knowledgeable in the program area, comprise an
advisory committee whose purpose is to review the program and
provide the Foundation's management with an advisory appraisal
of the technical, as distinct from the administrative, steward-
ship of the program by the Foundation's program managers.
Advisory committees are instructed to review a sample of pro-
posal files and answer specific questions about the management
of the program. This post-award review should include the
number and selection of reviewers and the program officer's
rationale for or against funding.

As of November 1979, advisory committees reviewed seven
of the twelve social science programs: Economics, Law and
Social Sciences, Measurement Methods and Data Resources,
Geography and Regional Science, Anthropology, Psychobiology,
and Linguistics. 1In general, according to the committees'
reports, the number and selection of reviewers indicated a
sufficient and appropriate review and the program officer's
rat ionale for or against funding was cogent and adequately
justified. Two of the committees' reports noted that a more
complete project description in the public information docu-
ments was desirable. Two other committees' reports noted that
the Program Award Recommendations should expand on the
scientific significance of the projects.

National Research Council Report
on the Social and Behavioral Science
Programs in the Foundation

At the request of the Foundation, the Committee on the
Social Sciences in the National Science Foundation was estab-
lished in August 1975 by the National Academy of Sciences.

Its purpose was to examine the scope and quality of the
Foundation's prograas in the behavioral and social sciences
with a view to recommending possible improvements in both the
substance of the programs and the procedures for managing them.
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Quality of research

The Committee said in its July 1976 report that

"* * * the quality of the basic research in the
social and behavioral sciences now supported by

the [Foundation] is excellent * * * [and that]

* * * the Foundation has a generally good reputation
among research scientists for the reasonableness and
fairness of its procedures and for its scientific
judgement in selecting projects for support * * *,
The Committee also rates the research programs very
high in terms of the relevance and potential applica-

bility of the products of the work to the problems of
society * * » ¥

Procedures for managing the process

The Committee said that one of the main responsibilities
of the staff who manages basic research in the social and
behavioral sciences "* * * {5 to represent * * * [these]
sciences at the higher administrative levels of the Foundation
and in the Foundation's negotiations with the administration
[sic] and Congress * * * " The Committee concluded "* * *
that this function has not been performed effectively * * *_n
For example, the budget submission to the appropriation com-
mittees "* * * did not explain effectively, in lay language,
what knowledge was being produced by the research that was
supported or the significance of that knowledge for society
* *." The Committee also pointed out that "* * * the recent
Congressional attack on 'silly titles' for research projects
again illustrates that the Foundation has not done a success-
ful and convincing job of communication * * *x "

The Committee concluded:

"Responsibility for communicating more effectively
about the content and significance of the research
programs does not rest on the Foundation alone, but

is shared by the research community. The Foundation
can and should require from recipients of its research
grants meaningful reports on the results of their
investigations. In addition to scientific reports
directed to their fellow specialists, it is not
unreasonable to expect accounts, written in language
that is intelligible to lay people, of the objects of
their research, the nature of their findings, and the
meaning of those findings for broader social and human
concerns * * % "
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PROBLEMS IN THE FOUNDATION'S SOCIAL
SCIENCE GRANT AWARD PROCESS

A major problem in the Foundation's social science award
process appears to be the documents the Foundation uses to
communicate to the Congress and to the public why social
science projects are supported and what benefits will be
received as a result of supporting them. The Foundation
continues to have problems with "silly" sounding grant titles
and has had problems with the language contained in its Sum-
maries of Completed Projects.

Problem with the Foundation's
public information documents

We found a major problem with the way the Foundation
uses its public information documents to explain why the
soclial science grants were awarded. The Project Summaries
and Program Award Recommendations, which are intended to serve
this purpose, do not adequately explain why the research is
important or why the grants are awarded. Also, some Founda-
tion officials do not appear to understand the purposes of the
two documents or how they should be used.

We reviewed the Project Summaries and Program Award
Recommendations for three social science grants criticized
in recent congressional hearings and House floor debates.
Two of the Project Summaries were understandable explanations
of the scientific objectives of the research. However,
neither explained why the research was considered important
or why the grant was awarded. The third Project Summary
was written in technical and scientific language and appeared
to be an abstract of the research that only other scientists
would understand.

The Program Award Recommendations varied in content and
language. One was well written, easy to understand, and
explained why the research should be funded and the potential
contribution the research might make. Another contained only
a short statement that did not explain why the research was
important or what potential future benefits might result.

The third Program Award Recommendation did not explain why the
research was important or what the contributions would be,

or why they would be important. It stated only that "[the
research] promises to make important contributions to our
understanding of the relationship between religious change

and social change."
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Confusion over the purposes of
the public information Jdocuments

ouring a recent conjressional review of several
Foundation jrants, a comnnittee member read the Project
Sumnmary of a $45,000 jrant and asked how a reasonably well-
informed layman was su?posed to understand what the $45,000
was buyingy when the Project Summary was written in gobbledy-
jook. A discussion esnsued on the purpose of the Project
Summary. The Foundation's top nanagement said the Project
Summary is written oy the reszarcher and that the Founda-
tion Joes not try to mnake it readable to anyone except
scientists working in the particular fields. The member
responded by noting that the Project Summary is the only
descrintion the Comnittee can use as a basis for knowing
whether or not tais $45,000 is justified until the project
is compnleted. The Foundation's too management mentioned
the 3unnary of Complated Project (discussed on paje 17)
out tne mnember vointed out that the Suamary of Completed
Project is available only after the project is completed.
Howaver, the Foundation's too management did not mention
the Projram Award Recommendation, the document which is
sunposed to provide the Foundation's justification for
awarding the jrant.

A hijh-ranking Foundation official told us the reason
the Foundation's top mnanagaent used the Project Summary in
an atteant to justify the expenditure of $45,000 for the
jJrant was because they forgot the purpose of the Progran
Award Recommendation. One program official, wno reviews
proposal jackets, szaid:

"There 1s a conflict within the Foundatioan regarding
tne use of tne Project Sunnary: is it a technical
aostract prenared for the 3mithsonian S5cience Infor-
mation Exchanje, thereby necessitating technical and
scientific lanjuaje, or 2 Jdocument comprehensiblezs to
the scientifically literate reader? The Project Sun-
nary was originally desijyned to jet information about
rescarch projects to tna scientists. However, over
the years it has oeen used oy the Foundation to in-
forn Conjyress of the Foundation's activities."

I'ne confusion regarling the Project Summary Jdoes not
anpear to exist 1n tne Directorata for 3iological, Benavioral,
and 3ocial 3ciences. Tne directorats officials we inter-
viewed agreed that the Project Sunmary is a technical abstract
presared for the 3mithsonian 3cience Information Exchange.
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Furtneraore, tney said that tne Projran Award Racoanenlation
15 supposed to justify the r=asons for funding the ressarch.
The deputy assistant director saii, "I rely on the Projran
Award Recomneadation as a non-specialist wnho nas to raview
the award * * ¥, Tae Projraa Award Racomiendation snould
show the reason the Foundation Da2lieves tna research shoulid
52 supported and include a statement on tha importance of
the research.”

Pitles are still being criticized

2onjressional criticisms of "silly titles" for rasearch
jrants indicate that the Founldation has not peen totally
successful ia eliminating "silly" souandin3j social science
awarlds. dgach yz2ar the public, .lembers of CTonjress, or tne
press identify, from amonj the wore abstruse social science
jrant titles, sone they believe show that the Foundation
is wasting taxpayers' money on frivolous or otherwise objec-
tionablz research. Such criticism occurred in July 1979
during the Jouse floor debate on the Foundation's fiscal
year 1980 authorization act conference report.

de Jiscussed the problem of "3illy titles" with
directorate officials. The assistant director saii that
althoujh tnere is no formal review of jrant titles, all lzvels
of review pay close attention to thea: the directorat=z wants
the titles to oe inforamative but not provocative. Tne deputy
assistant director said that titles were a pronl=zm in 1376
vecause tha2y reflected the jargon of the disciplina. He
oelieves the Foundation has been successful in Jetting rid of
the jarjon and is now writing titles in simpler lanjuaje.
1e sald the directorate is still aonitoring titles aal taat
they are jenerally pleased with the current situation although
they still believe titles are a surface issue.

The executive secretary of the directorate's action
review doard said there are no set criteria for tne board's
review 2f titles. She said the ooard chanjes only provoca-
tive titles. Tne key juestion is whetiher or not the title
accurately portrays what the ygrant is about. The division
directors also sail no juidelines exist for reviewiag 3jrant
titles, obut pointed out that there are no criteria to
identify those factors which caus2 certain titles to 2e
tagjed as "silly" sounding.
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Language and use of the
Summaries of Completed Projects

The purpose of the Summaries of Completed Projects is
to provide the Foundation with the technical information it
needs for program management and to inform the Congress and
the public about research results.

The Foundation reguires the summaries to begin with a
toplc sentence stating the projects' major theses and to
continue with the objectives and scope, the techniques or
aprroaches used (only to the degree necessary for compre-
hension), and the findings and implications of the research.
Foundation instructions state that the summaries must be
intelligible to a scientifically literate reader. The
tnstructions warn authors that the summaries might be used
to answer the inquiries of nonscientists as to the nature
and significance of the research, and therefore scientific
jargon and abbreviations should be avoided.

The standard for the language used 1n the Summaries of
Completed Projects was a major point of dispute during the
Foundation's fiscal year 1980 arppropriations hearings. Some
Committee members wanted summaries to be written in simple
English that everyone would be able to understand. The
Foundation's top management responded by saying that they do
not believe such a standard will ever be achieved, although
they are trying to make the summaries more readable to the
informed public. Foundation officials described the informed
public as those persons who generally understand articles
published in the Scientific American.

In testimony before the same Committee, the Foundation's
top management appeared to be confused about how the summaries
are used 1n the Foundation. They said, "We now are not fund-
1ng renewales until we have received a satisfactory completed
summary for each grant." The Foundation subsequently
corrected that statement for the record, indicating that
Lt does not currently scrutinize the language of each sum-
mary before making additional grants to a researcher. The
Foundation's top management also said during the hearing that
the Summary of Completed Project "* * * js the most important
criterion we have i1n determining whether this person should
receive additional funding in the future. Consequently, it
Ls very cogent to the ongoing support of research." However,
the summary could not be the most Lmportant criterion because
1t 15 not avalilable when the funding decisions are made. This
statement was not corrected in the record.
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Each year the Foundation compiles the Summaries of
Completed Projects received for that year and publishes
them in a document called "Summaries of Projects Completed."
We reviewed the fiscal year 1977 and 1978 issues of the
Summar ies of Projects Completed. 1In the 1977 issue, the
summar ies did not list the amounts of the awards, but did
contain lists of publications resulting from the grants.
In the 1978 issue, the summaries included the amount of the
award, but did not have any lists of publications. The Foun-
dation official in charge of publishing the summaries said the
Foundation changed its grant closeout requirements to allow
researchers to submit the list of publications resulting from
their grants directly to the programs that awarded the grants,
rather than with the Summaries of Completed Projects. This
change was made in 1978 after the Foundation reviewed the
data elements that were required in the Summaries of Completed
Projects and in the Final Technical Reports, both of which the
Foundation required researchers to prepare showing the final
results of their grants. The review indicated that some of
the information required in the two reports was identical or
similar. Accordingly, the two reports were redesigned into
one. Although the Foundation still requires that researchers
submit publications resulting from their grants as they become
avallable, the publications do not have to be submitted with
the new report since some might not be available at the time
the report is prepared. The Foundation official conceded that
the lists of publications would help show some accountability.

CONCLUSIONS

A major problem in the Foundation's social science
grant award process appears to be in the documents the
Foundation uses to communicate to the Congress and the public
why social science projects are supported and what benefits
will be received as a result of supporting these projects.
The Foundation is continuing to have problems with "silly"
sounding grant titles and has had problems with the language
used in its Summaries of Completed Projects.

The Foundation does not seem to explain adequately to

the Congress or the public why each social science project is
supported. The Foundation uses the Project Summary to explain
why the research should be funded. However, this is not the
function of the Project Summary, which results in much of the
criticism. Since the Program Award Recommendations are the
program officers' justification for the expenditure of public
funds, they are the documents that should be used to explain
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why the research was funded. The Foundation requires the
Program Award Recommendations to state concisely the signifi=-
cance and scientific merit of the projects' objectives, the
adequacy of the techniques proposed for achieving the objec=
tives, and the projects' relation to Foundation program
objectives. Information regarding the relevance of the
research to the development of knowledge or to the solution
of national problems might appear in the Project Summaries,
but 1t 1s not required in the Program Award Recommendations.
If the Program Award ' Recommendations contained this informa-
tion, they could be used to explain, in clear and simple
language, why the research is important and why the grants
were awarded.

"Silly" sounding social science grant titles might

rlnnn to ha a nrnhla harwnncn thoarna iec nn nr]fnr'l:
Vll\-&llu L~ k/tvua.c:nu’ Ao A W Wil LS~ 14\ N\ & F =

identify those that might sound silly. It is the support
documents that are important--most particularly the Program
Award Recommendation, which should explain the objectives,
importance, and potential benefits of the research. These
documents, if available and written in clear language, could
be used to counter criticisms based on titles alone.

+tn
A\

The Summaries of Completed Projects can be used to inform
the Congress and the public about the results of research grants
in clear and simple language. The Foundation appears to be
attempting to do this, although the standard for the language
is not agreed upon. Requiring that the list of publications
(to date) be included with the summaries used in the annual
issue of the Summaries of Projects Completed would show the
Congress and the public some of the products that result from
the Foundation's social science research.

RECOMMENDATIONS

We recommend that the Director of the National Science
Foundation take the following actions to improve the
communication of the reasons for funding individual social
science research grants,

--Require the Program Award Recommendation for every
social science grant to contain, in addition to
existing requirements, a clear and simple explanation
of: (1) why the project is important, and (2) what
long-term intellectual and economic benefits may be
obtained.
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--Reguire the Sunmaries of Comnpleted Projects to include,
in addition to existing requirements: (1) a statement
of the meaning of the research findinjs for broader
social and aumnan concerns, and (2) a list of puonlica-
tions which ra2sulted from the researca.

--Clear up the confusion about the purooses of the
Project suamary, the Projram Award Recowmnendation, anli
the Summary of Completed Project: the Project Suanary
is a technical abstract prepared for tne sanitasonian
Sciantific Inforaation Exchaaje and otner scientists;
the Program Award Recomnnendation constitutes the progjram
officer's official justification for the expenditures
of public funds and should be used to explain to the
Congress and the public why a project was funded; the
Summary of Completed Project is an account of the
objectives of the research, the nature of the findings,
and the meaning of the findings for broader social ani
human concerns.

ASENCY COMMENTS

A draft of this appendix was reviewed by Foundation
officials and we received their informal comments on
January 16, 1980. The Foundation gjenerally agreed with our
proposed actions. The Foundation suggested some ninor chanjes
in wording and most were incorporated in this appendix.

MATTERS FJOR CONSIDERATION
BY THE SUBCOMMITTEE

The Subcommnittee might want to consider the following
actions wnich coull improve the comnunication of the
Foundation's reasons for funding individual social science
research jrants.

--Enphasize during the House floor debates (1) the
purpose of the Project Summary, Projram Award Recom-
mendation, and 3Summary of Completed Project, (2) the
role of the peer review system in providing juality
control and guarding against duplicative research, and
(3) the dual nature of the peer review system used by
the Foundation's social science projrams, i.e. ad hoc
and panel reviews.
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--Make sure that the Program Award Recommendations are
readily available for every grant that the Subcommittee
believes may be subject to criticism.

(920863)

27






Single copies of GAO reports are available
free of charge. Requests (except by Members
of Congress) for additional quantities should
be accompanied by payment of $1.00 per

copy.

Requests for single copies (without charge)
should be sent to:

U.S. General Accounting Office
Distribution Section, Room 1518
441 G Street, NW.

Washington, DC 20548

Requests for multiple copies should be sent
with checks or money orders to:

U.S. General Accounting Office
Distribution Section

P.0O. Box 1020

Washington, DC 20013

Checks or money orders should be made
payable to the U.S. General Accounting Of-
fice. NOTE: Stamps or Superintendent of
Documents coupons will not be accepted.

PLEASE DO NOT SEND CASH

To expedite filling your order, use the re-
port number and date in the lower right~
corner of the front cover.

GAO reports are now available on micro-
fiche. If such copies will meet your needs,
be sure to specify that you want microfiche
copies.




AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER
POSTAGE AND FELS PAID ,

UNITED STATES .
GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE U. 3. GENERAL AccOUNTING orrFice | UL
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20548 —

OFFICIAL BUSINESS THIRD CLASS

PENALTY FOR PRIVATE USE, $300

e e ST e





